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Chapter 1 

The nervous steps up and down the main Pemberley staircase 

must have woken me up. When you've spent most of the twenty 

years of your life in a house, you know its every single sound and 

murmur, and the slightest nuance can raise you from your sleep. 

The staircase, in beautiful Italian marble, was a striking feature 

and a suitably grand adornment to the vestibule of one of the most 

coveted properties in England. It was also perilously slippery 

underfoot for those in a hurry. That wasn't so much of a problem 

for us, the family, as we were going about our business, but it was 

the main reason why the servants avoided it whenever possible, 

especially when they were on an urgent errand, and preferred to 

use the service stairways crisscrossing the building instead.  

I opened my eyes but couldn't see a thing. No light was 

filtering into my room through the thick blue velvet curtains. I 

sighed, turned in my bed and tried to go back to sleep. Then I 

heard those footsteps again, now followed by hushed voices. 

Something was going on. A thought startled me. Elizabeth's baby! 

I quickly pulled back the covers, threw on my shawl and headed 

downstairs, holding a candle in my shaking hand.  
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I walked towards the flickering lights and human shadows at 

the other end of the corridor, where my brother and his wife had 

established their rooms. I heard the voice of Dr Robertson, the 

physician. He had only recently settled in Lambton, but he had 

quickly become a regular visitor at Pemberley, mainly due to my 

brother's faith in modern medicine. However, Elizabeth's attitude 

towards the new medic was not as enthusiastic, and I had my 

reasons to suspect why.  

The main door to their apartment was ajar. Right outside was 

an old crone I recognised immediately as Mrs Brown. She was a 

local midwife with a reputation for being very competent and 

knowledgeable, but a most disconcerting local accent and the 

unfortunate habit of always sniffling and mumbling to herself. I 

had always fancied the woman to be some sort of a witch, but 

Elizabeth had taken a liking to her during her first pregnancy and 

requested she visit on a few occasions during this one. I 

remembered the look of shock on Mrs Reynolds, the old 

housekeeper, when my sister-in-law insisted on Mrs Brown 

waiting in the kitchen when she was about to give birth, should 

complications arise. Elizabeth seemed to have blind faith in the 

crone’s abilities in the event of an emergency, and Dr Stuart, Dr 

Robertson's predecessor, had been happy to indulge her.  

Thankfully, the midwife's services weren't required when my 

first nephew Will was born. Dr Stuart himself had remarked on 
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the ease of the birth. But this time things were different. For 

starters, Dr Robertson didn't approve of Elizabeth's continued 

pursuit of long country walks and exercise in the fresh air in her 

condition. It had taken a number of worrying and unpleasant 

incidents, each of them closely followed by a visit from Dr 

Robertson, to convince her to alter her energetic habits. My 

brother's support of the physician's orders had been paramount to 

ensure Elizabeth's reluctant acquiescence.    

Eager for news, I accosted Mrs Brown, but she barely 

acknowledged my presence. She was mumbling something 

unintelligible, and her eyes were focused on what was taking 

place inside the rooms. I followed her gaze and saw Fitzwilliam, 

his back stiffer than usual and his head slightly tilted in what most 

people would say was impatience and even self-importance, but I 

quickly identified as helplessness. He was waiting in the small 

study adjacent to the main bedroom he shared with his wife, 

longingly glancing towards the closed door with the look of a dog 

awaiting his owner. I tiptoed towards him and hesitantly put a 

hand on his shoulder. He shook under my touch, then realised it 

was me. 

"Georgiana, I hope you have not been disturbed".  

"What's the matter, Brother?" 

His eyes hadn't left the door.  
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"Mrs Darcy was feeling some discomfort, and Dr Robertson 

has been called for. He is attending to her at the moment. It 

shouldn't be long now." 

"Is that the reason why Mrs Brown is here?" 

Fitzwilliam faintly nodded. 

"Mrs Darcy made me promise that, should Dr Robertson 

come to see her, Mrs Brown would be called for as well."  

The bedroom door opening interrupted him and we both 

turned to Dr Robertson, who was coming out of his patient's 

bedchamber. The physician's face was as grave as always, but 

there was no second-guessing him. One always had to wait for the 

very end of his speeches to find out the gravity of any situation. I 

suspect he enjoyed holding his audience in suspense at times like 

these.  

The physician slowly placed his bag on a chair next to the 

door and took from his pocket a perfectly ironed white 

handkerchief, with which he proceeded to clean his spectacles 

with deliberation, as if the centre of the universe revolved around 

the hygiene of this particular item. My brother was impatient. He 

looked at Dr Robertson pointedly, as if to remind him that he was 

expected to provide news on the lady of the house, but to my 

surprise, the physician addressed me first.  

"Miss Darcy, I see that the events we're presently dealing 
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with have interrupted your sleep. Such an ungodly hour, but that 

is the nature of the matter we have in our hands." 

I acknowledged him with a tilt of my head but didn't say 

anything. Dr Robertson then gave my brother a stern look.   

"Mr Darcy, as I have explained in the past, Mrs Darcy has an 

enviably healthy constitution, but she is in a most delicate state. I 

realise the first time around everything went very well, and that 

no assistance was required over several months other than the 

little support that was provided by that… woman".  

Dr Robertson shuddered slightly. I wondered if Mrs Brown, 

who was waiting just outside the room, could hear us.  

The physician put his spectacles back on. Behind the lenses, 

his eyes grew noticeably bigger, and made me think of the big 

and cumbersome flies that tended to congregate around the picnic 

basket fare during summer day trips. With the utmost gravity, the 

physician continued.  

"On that occasion, Mrs Darcy was most fortunate. Not all 

ladies can say the same when it comes to their first confinement, 

and later ones don't necessarily become easier either. In fact, it is 

no surprise to me that this time around she is not feeling as 

energetic as in the past. It is just what's to be expected".  

Not for the first time, I pondered whether Dr Robertson's 

fondness for leeching his patients, a practice he recommended 
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most vehemently and that Elizabeth had recently undergone, had 

helped or hindered my sister-in-law's natural vigour. However, I 

didn't open my mouth. In spite of my misgivings, I wouldn't have 

dared to challenge the physician's knowledge, much less in front 

of my brother.  

"Mrs Darcy apparently believes the old wives' tale that 

exercise is not to be shunned by expectant mothers. Nevertheless, 

as I have made clear to her on numerous occasions, although 

women from the lower classes do not cease to go about their 

business in their usual manner, the situation is very different for 

ladies of her position".  

Here, Dr Robertson arched his eyebrows, and allowed the 

silence that followed to speak for him.  

My brother swallowed hard, and I felt myself blush. It's not 

that I didn't like Elizabeth, or didn't think that she was the ideal 

wife for my brother. Quite the opposite, in fact: she was perfect 

in every way, the best sister-in-law I could have wished for. She 

was witty, amusing and affectionate, and had transformed 

Pemberley from an overly formal stately residence to a family 

home full of laughter, not least thanks to the presence of my 

cherubic nephew, Will. More intriguingly, since her appearance 

in our lives I had begun to see and love a different side to my 

brother, one he had always kept to himself until that point. 

Elizabeth was a wonderful mother to little Will, but she was an 
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even better influence on Fitzwilliam, who so readily bore the full 

weight of all sorts of responsibilities, from the financial situation 

of the estate to the wellbeing of every single one of its residents 

and tenants, on his shoulders.   

However, at times like these, in passing comments such as 

the one Dr Robertson had just made, we the Darcys were 

mercilessly reminded of the change my sister-in-law’s alliance 

with our family had meant to her station. Elizabeth's marriage to 

my brother had required no small transformation in her habits, but 

no matter how successful her achievements as mistress of 

Pemberley, a role most young women would be ill-prepared to 

embody, no matter how careful their upbringing, with every one 

of her actions she faced the age-old prejudices of some of our 

friends and family, with my aunt, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, at 

the helm. Even some servants at the beginning of their married 

life had shown their displeasure at the new lady of the house, their 

disapproval swiftly nipped in the bud by my brother, who had 

chosen for them alternative placements in rarely visited family 

properties away from Pemberley.    

Asserting herself as a Mrs Darcy worthy of the privilege was 

an eternal struggle that someone less capable than Elizabeth 

would not have found the strength and inclination to continue. 

However, my sister-in-law was always gracious about the stares, 

the suspicious looks, the schadenfreude comments that pretended 
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concern for that which she had not yet mastered. She was so 

lovely, graceful and clever that most people forgot about their 

reservations surprisingly quickly upon meeting her in person. But 

some resistance always remained. And then, of course, there was 

her family.  

The Bennets represented a far from desirable alliance for the 

heir of the Darcys of Derbyshire. On a rare occasion, a few days 

before his wedding, Fitzwilliam admitted as much to me. I caught 

him admiring the portrait of Mama that hung above the fireplace 

in the library, painted when he was a toddler. She looked radiant 

in a cream silk gown in the old fashion, her tiny waist cinched by 

a thick black belt and her elaborate powdered wig covered with a 

beautiful little hat secured with a muslin scarf. My brother 

confessed that, from the moment he had met the Bennets at a ball 

in Meryton, he had questioned the propriety of some family 

members. However, he had also been quick to recognise what a 

wonderful Mrs Darcy Elizabeth would make. As he said so, his 

dark eyes softened, and they rather reminded me of our old 

pointer Sarpedon’s, the one I had begged Fitzwilliam not to put 

down because the thought broke my heart.   

The fact was that my brother had made his choice with as 

much deliberation as a man in love can muster, and now he had 

to bear the consequences of his actions. Most of the time, fortune 

and privilege meant that he had the power to remove himself from 
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any unpleasantness, but on occasion, he simply had to grin and 

bear it. His relationship with the Lambton physician fell squarely 

in this second category. I doubted Fitzwilliam was very fond of 

him, but my brother adored his wife, and was convinced that Dr 

Robertson's services were paramount to ensure a healthy and 

happy delivery of their second baby.  

As if to break the silent spell cast by his words, the physician 

coughed and adjusted his lenses. My brother's gaze hadn't left him 

for a single second since he had stepped out of the room where 

Elizabeth was resting, and he surely knew it. Puffing up his chest 

with self-importance, Dr Robertson finally delivered his verdict.  

"Mrs Darcy must go into confinement with immediate effect. 

I am afraid I cannot allow her to leave her room or her health may 

be severely affected." 

Fitzwilliam's eyes widened. Dr Robertson raised his right 

hand with authority.  

"I must insist, Mr Darcy. Absolute rest from now on. I will 

be back tomorrow morning for some bloodletting." 

I heard a grunt coming from behind me. It would appear that 

Mrs Brown not only had witnessed the whole exchange, but also 

didn't quite agree with Dr Robertson’s remedy. As was his 

custom, the physician ignored the old woman. He put his 

handkerchief back in his pocket and, after commending my 
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brother be most pressing in convincing Elizabeth to follow his 

instructions, he left.  

All of a sudden, Fitzwilliam looked fatigued.  

"Doctor's orders, then. She won't be able to say no," he said, 

rubbing his forehead with his long fingers. In a soft voice he 

added, "Georgiana, it's very late. I will see you in the morning."  

He opened the door to his bedroom and went back inside 

without making a noise. I headed towards the dark corridor, my 

candle now about to perish, and immediately bumped into 

someone who smelled of hay, sweat and sour milk. It was Mrs 

Brown. But the midwife didn't appear to take any notice of me. 

She was shaking her head, and this time I was able to make sense 

of her words.  

"Poor lady, poor lady..." 

Slipping through the shadows like a cat, with my heart filled 

with worry, I went back to my bedchamber. 
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Chapter 2 

The following morning I breakfasted alone. I was informed 

that my brother had had to leave early after receiving an urgent 

notice from Mr Harvey, the estate keeper, and that Elizabeth was 

convalescing in her room. I was eager to see her, but it was still 

early. Looking out of the window I saw that the sun was out and 

the ground was dry, so I fetched my warmest shawl and stepped 

outside.  

It was a bright, mild day in late February. The grounds at 

Pemberley had not looked as inviting in months. The winter frost 

was giving way to patches of green, and tiny buds were visible 

everywhere. I first thought of heading west towards the formal 

garden, but the pull of the morning sun was strong, and I headed 

eastwards, towards the majestic willows that grew by the stream, 

imposing in the barren landscape. Here and there, I could see 

timid dashes of colour. Where there had been snowdrops, there 

were primroses, their beautiful blooms opening as if they were as 

starved of sunlight as I was after a long winter confined in the 

house. The nests that had shown such industriousness in the 

summer and spring had been empty for months, but would soon 
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have new occupiers.   

The sun was getting stronger by the minute, and I realised I 

didn't have a parasol with me. I hadn't thought I would need one 

this early in the day. Mrs Younge's words resonated unwelcome 

in my thoughts. ‘Your porcelain skin is your best asset, Miss 

Darcy, and you should make sure it remains so,’ she used to say. 

She was extremely vigilant when it came to my complexion; 

unfortunately, she was much less concerned about my virtue. I 

blushed in spite of myself. The disgraceful event was safely in my 

past, at least.  

My walk had led me to the pond where, as a little girl, 

Wickham had taken me on tadpole hunts. I remembered the long 

summers together, his playfulness, his attentiveness, the way he 

had of combing his hair back with his fingers. Wickham was fond 

of telling me stories. According to him, the tadpoles were an army 

of disguised soldiers, ready to defend Pemberley from a terrible 

dragon that hid behind the hills.  He used to say that the minute 

the beast attacked us, Mr Tiddles the cat would become a white 

horse, and his trusty pocket knife would turn into a majestic 

sword, ready for action. As he said this, his arm would be up in 

the air, waving an invisible weapon, and his eyes would sparkle, 

eager for the fight.  

I sighed. The stories came when my brother was in the study, 

learning the ropes of estate management.  From an early age, my 
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father had been eager to educate his son and heir in the affairs that 

in due course would become his responsibility, and my brother 

had applied himself to the task, his conscientiousness and sense 

of duty as much a part of him as his dark hair. But away from the 

house, things were different for Wickham and me. In those long 

afternoons, if the weather was good, we were allowed to play 

outside under the supervision of Nanny Fraser, the Pemberley 

nursemaid. Wickham would walk by her side, his charm oozing 

from his every pore. We'd reach the pond, the poor woman quite 

out of breath as she was getting into old age; after all, Nanny 

Fraser had cared for Mama and her brother and sister when they 

were little. Wickham, ever the gentleman, would then guide her 

towards a lonely bench in the perfect shady spot, overlooking the 

house, and say ‘Nanny Fraser, won't you sit down?  We've had a 

fair bit of exercise. I'll play with Georgiana right there. I'll look 

after her, don't you worry.’  The old nursemaid would grumble a 

bit, saying that she just needed to get her breath back, and take a 

seat, insisting that she would be with us in a few minutes, but 

invariably she would be snoring after a short while.  

As soon as Nanny Fraser was asleep, Wickham would take 

my hand and drag me to the pond. He taught me to put my hands 

in the water slowly, fingers gently touching, so as not to scare the 

tadpoles, then bring the edges of the palms swiftly together 

around an unsuspecting victim. Then came the hard bit, lifting the 

cage with the tadpole inside and enough water to keep it from 
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wriggling out. Wickham often had to help me, and he would do 

so by covering my pudgy child hands with his.  

As a young girl, I was in awe of Wickham, just as I was in 

awe of my brother for entirely different reasons. Where Wickham 

was stories and laughs, Fitzwilliam was concern and sternness. I 

loved my brother dearly, he was my picture of a perfect 

gentleman, but I was in love with Wickham even before I even 

knew what romance was. What followed, the folly of a fifteen-

year-old girl eager to escape the sheltered world she had always 

lived in with the man she had always adored, came close to 

disgracing me forever. Thankfully, our idiotic plans had not come 

to fruition. Only just.  

I felt the familiar jolt deep inside of me. It was weaker every 

time, but it was still there. I sighed again. The future that we might 

have shared, I could imagine, but I would never experience. And 

now Wickham was married to Lydia, Elizabeth’s sister. I 

wondered, not for the first time, at the dissimilar natures of the 

five Bennet girls. Other than the fact that they were all pretty but 

for the middle one, Mary, who came across as positively plain 

next to the others, they all had very contrasting temperaments and 

sensibilities. How different that was from my brother and myself, 

so alike in disposition.  

"Good morning dear Georgiana, may I join you?" 

A friendly masculine voice jolted me back to reality. I looked 
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up, a hand covering my eyes, as the sun was now much brighter 

that it had been since last autumn. Colonel Fitzwilliam was 

smiling at me. He was visiting Pemberley as was his habit this 

time of year, and his presence was welcome by us all. My brother 

appreciated having male company around, Elizabeth always 

enjoyed conversing with him, and for me, it was delightful to 

spend time with my older cousin and guardian, so well-travelled 

and full of stories. I smiled back and gestured him to sit down 

next to me on Nanny Fraser's bench.  

We talked about the weather and the signs of the approaching 

spring, but the Colonel seemed melancholy, not quite his usual 

cheerful self, as if something was preoccupying him. He enquired 

after Mrs Darcy, who usually joined me in my morning walks, so 

I explained to him what had happened the previous night. In my 

retelling of the events I could feel myself speaking and breathing 

faster, and feeling more and more sombre, as if all of a sudden, 

the beautiful morning had lost all pleasure. Colonel Fitzwilliam 

listened attentively, without interrupting me once, until I had 

finished my explanations. 

"I know how fond you are of Mrs Darcy, and indeed I think 

we all are," the Colonel said, looking grave. "Remaining bed-

ridden will be a trial for her.  I imagine her mother and sisters 

will be here soon."  

That Mrs Bennet and her daughters may descend upon 
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Pemberley simply hadn't occurred to me. All my fantasies to 

entertain Elizabeth during her convalescence by reading out loud 

Shakespeare's plays and Scott's novels were stamped upon by an 

army of satin-slippered feet. My face must have given away my 

disappointment because the Colonel immediately gestured 

towards a particularly beautiful bush nearby that was beginning 

to flower. He stood up and offered me his arm; he insisted that we 

should have a look at it, which we did, and we continued to walk 

towards the house, his company providing me with great solace. 

It wasn't until we were by the main entrance that he spoke again 

on the matter. 

"Georgiana, your brother and I have been thinking for a while 

that you should spend some more time in society other than the 

one Pemberley and its surrounding area can offer, and now may 

be a good time. If Mrs Darcy's relatives come to visit, she will 

have many sources of constant comfort and company during her 

remaining confinement. Your temporary absence will be much 

more endurable than under normal circumstances, both for her 

and for Darcy.” 

Leave Pemberley precisely at that moment! I was going to 

voice my objection, but the Colonel gently patted my sleeve.  

"Please allow me to finish. A few days ago, our aunt wrote 

to me from London. She is staying at her Grosvenor Street 

residence for the season for the first time since Cousin Anne's 
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passing." 

Sweet Cousin Anne. She had died of consumption not long 

after my brother's wedding to Elizabeth. Her health had been 

waning for many years, but my aunt made it no secret that she 

held my brother somehow responsible for bringing about her 

untimely death by loving another. Poor Anne, so quiet and 

unremarkable. Compared to Elizabeth's wit and beauty, she never 

had a chance to shine, not unlike myself when the Bennet sisters 

were around.  

I banished my feelings of inadequacy and focused again on 

what my cousin was saying.  

"Lady Catherine requested me to extend you her invitation to 

stay with her in London for the remainder of the season. She 

believes that your company would be of the utmost comfort and 

that procuring pleasures for your enjoyment would improve her 

spirits."  

I was certain that Lady Catherine hadn't expressed herself in 

precisely those words, but I supposed there was ample truth in 

them.  She was indeed going through a difficult time.  Re-

entering society after two years locked up at Rosings Park 

couldn't be easy, even for someone as formidable as her. Still, the 

prospect of spending a few months with my aunt was slightly 

terrifying. 
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"I mentioned Lady Catherine's invitation to your brother, but 

at the time he appeared certain that you would not be willing to 

leave Mrs Darcy's side so close to her confinement, and therefore 

he decided it was best not to notify you," continued the Colonel. 

"However, if Mrs Darcy's health is taking a turn for the worse, it 

is reasonable to anticipate that her close family members will 

wish to be by her side." 

The Colonel's implication that I was not one of them was 

distressing, but he did not seem to notice. 

"Georgiana, you know as well as I do that Lady Catherine's 

relationship with your brother has been somewhat frazzled of late, 

but she has always esteemed you. Her letter showed her generous 

and amiable disposition towards you, and an eagerness to provide 

you with the wider society you require. In my opinion, Lady 

Catherine's invitation is perfectly timed, and it would be very 

thoughtful of you to accept her offer and spend time with her in 

London." 

London. I had been at school over there for a short while, but 

my memories were few and far between. A window overseeing 

the Thames, a room with high ceilings and little light, a flock of 

indistinguishable mistresses with very stern faces, all dressed in 

black. 

A red trinket box where I had kept his letters.  
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I had stayed at the school until Mrs Younge had taken me to 

Ramsgate. To him. I forcefully pushed Wickham out of my 

thoughts.  

Colonel Fitzwilliam now spoke with the eagerness of those 

who make plans to improve the life of others.  

"Lady Catherine is very well connected, and I have no doubt 

that she will introduce you to the most elegant and exclusive 

society. She is also very keen to present you at court, now that she 

is no longer in deep mourning and it is proper for her to do so." 

A court presentation! The elaborate costumes, the nobility, 

the curtseying to the Queen. My insides shook at the prospect. I 

found it difficult enough to speak at a dinner party with 

neighbours in Pemberley. How would I manage to go through the 

whole ceremony in front of hundreds of people? Of course, I had 

always known it would happen one day, and in the family it was 

tacitly understood that, given the tragic death of my mother, my 

aunt would do the honours. After all, as the daughter of an earl, 

she had been presented herself, and even spent time at court in 

her youth. However, since my brother's wedding and Cousin 

Anne's death, no more had been said on the matter, and I'd 

harboured the secret fantasy that my dreaded presentation would 

never actually take place.  

"Your brother, always so considerate, feared that the event 

might bring painful memories of Cousin Anne's coming out to our 
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aunt. Because of this, he insisted on postponing your presentation, 

and even discussed with me the possibility of looking for a 

different sponsor."  

The Colonel's apologetic tone didn’t fool me. I was well 

aware that Fitzwilliam was anxious about letting me out of his 

sight. At the same time, I did not mind his watchfulness. I rather 

enjoyed being cocooned in the safety of Pemberley, and its 

limited social obligations suited my timid nature.  

"However, Lady Catherine is adamant that she will do it 

herself. She wants your first season to be splendid," continued the 

Colonel. 

I shuddered. There was only one way to determine the social 

success of a young woman of good breeding in her first full 

season in town, and that was an engagement to a man with a title 

or a vast fortune, and preferably both. Cousin Anne was a sad 

reminder that some ladies, in spite of their wealth, did not attract 

a husband, presentation at court or not. What if I shared more than 

Anne's unremarkable looks? What if I, too, was destined never to 

be loved again and die a spinster, a string of fruitless seasons 

behind me?  

"I think you may find that you enjoy the process more than 

you think," the Colonel added with a smile. "I am told that the 

shopping excursions to procure all necessary accoutrements for 

the court ceremony are very pleasurable for the ladies involved. 
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And Lady Catherine has you in very high regard. She often says 

that you are so similar to Cousin Anne you might have been 

sisters, certainly the highest of compliments I ever heard her 

bestow. I have no doubt that our aunt will ensure you have as 

much amusement and gayness from your stay in town as 

possible." 

Which wasn't much, I thought glumly. Lady Catherine's idea 

of diversion was to play cards whilst criticising everyone's dress, 

countenance, habits, skills, house, pets, servants, carriage and 

general outlook on life.  

"Cousin, please tell me. Does my brother not wish me to go 

to London?" I managed to ask with some effort on my part. 

"Not at all, dear Georgiana. Darcy has always known this day 

would arrive. I keep reminding him that you are no longer a child, 

but you know what he is like. He does not want any harm to come 

to you."  

Once more, the words were unsaid, but they hurt just the 

same. I wanted to scream. Instead, I silently dug my nails into the 

palms of my hands.  

"I believe your brother has also had other preoccupations of 

late. He has been very busy with some matters regarding the estate 

boundaries. Some neighbouring owner is contesting his right to a 

particular piece of land or other, but there is no need for you to 
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worry about such matters." 

The Colonel took my gloved hand and pressed it.  

"Darcy loves you very much, Georgiana, and so do I. We 

want your happiness. Your brother would like to keep you as a 

beautiful vase, on a shelf up high, to be seen and never touched, 

but it is time you went out to see the world. I intend to recommend 

to him that you accept Lady Catherine's invitation; however, I will 

not do so without your consent."  

His gaze was confident, and it was clear that he did not doubt 

that I would comply. In truth, I had very little choice. All I could 

do is nod as he held my arm to help me up the stairs. 
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Chapter 3 

Just as Colonel Fitzwilliam had predicted, Elizabeth's family 

was quick to announce a visit upon hearing of her malady, and we 

were readily informed that we were to expect Mr and Mrs Bennet, 

Mrs Bingley and Mrs Wickham, who was staying with her eldest 

sister. Fitzwilliam's eyebrows arched upon hearing Lydia's name, 

but he did not comment on the matter, and neither did I. We both 

knew how happy Elizabeth would be to see her parents and sisters 

and, at all events, I was to leave for London shortly. My brother 

had given his consent to my trip after verifying that I was satisfied 

with Lady Catherine's designs, and the Pemberley wheels started 

to turn to make the necessary arrangements for my departure.  

The next few days were a blur. Jones, my maidservant, 

rejoiced at the thought of spending the remainder of the season in 

town, and took to the task of packing my belongings with 

earnestness, enthusiastically stressing the virtues of one gown 

over the other when consulting me as to what needed to be stored 

into my trunks, between folds of the finest silk paper. She seemed 

to be particularly worried about my assortment of slippers and 

made it very clear though frowns and much pointing that I would 
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have to get at least three or four new pairs when I arrived in 

London as a matter of urgency. I kept nodding and waving 

vaguely whenever she tried to involve me in any choices. What 

did I care if she packed the green silk gown or the white muslin 

one with the blue ribbons if that was all I could decide for myself? 

I figured that she was able to decide what was required for my 

trip much better than I did, and let her get on with it.  

Whenever I could, I escaped to the garden. I found myself 

walking more and more these days, as if some of Elizabeth's 

energy had transferred to my body and I had to exert myself on 

her behalf. I was finding the late winter air surprisingly uplifting 

and energising. It was a beautiful time of year to be out. The 

weather was improving, and the grounds appeared different in 

each of my walks. More and more leaves and flowers, like nosy 

little creatures, were beginning emerging from their buds, slowly 

coming out of their wintry shells. Some of the birds that had left 

in the autumn were back already, their song joining that of the 

robin and the sparrow. I was deeply sorry to be departing just as 

the spring delights were beginning at Pemberley, and regardless 

of how hard I tried to convince myself that the joys of city life 

would make me soon forget about the country, the sadness 

remained. 

The guests arrived right before luncheon on the first Tuesday 

in March. I saw the Bingley's carriage approach in the distance, 
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its large size announcing the comfortable lifestyle of its owners. 

I was sitting on the bench by the pond, resting after a bracing walk 

in the garden, and upon the sight I felt every muscle in my body 

tense, as if I were a hound getting ready for the hunt. The only 

time I had met Mrs Wickham I had made a fool of myself, but 

this time I was ready.  

I stood up, grabbed my parasol and headed towards the 

house, my head held high. Upon entering, I checked my image in 

the large looking-glass in the hallway to ensure I looked my best. 

The light breeze had undone the tightest pins in my hair, and 

fragile wisps had come loose, but there was no time to get them 

fixed. I tamed the curls around my face as best I could with my 

fingers. Then, with hands clasped, I went out into the glaring 

midday sun to welcome the visitors. My brother was standing by 

the front entrance, his back perfectly straight, his brow creased. 

When he saw me, he gave me a faint smile.  

As we were waiting for the carriage to approach, I thought 

about Mrs Wickham. Elizabeth may or may not have sensed my 

dislike of her youngest sister, but I had the feeling that the lady 

herself was perfectly aware of it. Lydia Wickham was pretty and 

full of grace, but the spell was broken the moment she opened her 

mouth: her conversation was stupid and self-centered, just like 

her mother's, but where Mrs Bennet was foolish, her youngest 

daughter was becoming an artful and a malicious gossip, no doubt 
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encouraged by some of the dubious company the Wickhams 

enjoyed. Nevertheless, what irked me was that Lydia, like all 

naturally lucky people, took her good fortune for granted. She had 

beauty, the affection of her parents and sisters and the hand of the 

only man I had ever loved. I, on the contrary, was doubly an 

orphan, and a plain-looking one at that, who had loved and lost 

for want of courage, and may never love again.  

How can life be so unfair? Why should all fortune be hers?  

The carriage approached the main building and finally came 

to a stop. A footman in the Bingley livery jumped to open the 

glossy door, and a delicate, gloved hand came out, expecting 

assistance to be dispensed. My brother's impeccable manners 

took over his natural reserve, and he promptly offered his services 

to the lady. It was Mrs Wickham.  

Lydia seemed to be getting more alluring with age, as she 

approached the peak of natural bloom in young women. Her eyes 

were dark, very much Elizabeth's, but without her sister’s spark 

and kindness. In Mrs Wickham's features, so familiar yet so 

strange at the same time, they appeared injudicious and derisive. 

Her demeanour was different, too, more polished than I 

remembered.  

My brother gave Mrs Wickham a short welcome, and her 

reply quickly turned into a long monologue about the 

unpleasantness of late winter weather. She then proceeded to 
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order her parents and eldest sister to come out of the coach with 

a loud cry and an imperious gesture. Lydia had clearly decided to 

take the role of expedition leader. I saw my brother's neck redden, 

a rare and ominous sign.  

Mr Bennet had his usual distracted air. He greeted 

Fitzwilliam warmly but his mind was somewhere else, and I had 

no doubt that he would rush to hide in the library at the first 

occasion, as was his habit whenever he visited Pemberley. His 

wife, better known for her ability to speak without a pause on the 

most uninteresting matters, was quieter than usual, perhaps due 

to the natural worries of a mother faced with the indisposition of 

one of her offspring. Mrs Bingley, the Bennet sister I had become 

most acquainted to and loved best, was her usual gentle self, but 

I noticed she looked overburdened. I wondered if Wickham had 

joined his wife at Mr and Mrs Bingley's home, and considered it 

likely. I knew through the sources that managed to avoid my 

brother's scrutiny that he often stayed with the Bingleys when his 

wife was visiting her eldest sister. Mr and Mrs Bingley were too 

kind-hearted to refuse an appeal to their generosity.  

After giving the guests some time to refresh themselves, we 

met them again in the front drawing room. The nursemaid brought 

down her young charge, and my nephew Will quickly became the 

centre of attention, delighting his grandparents and aunts with his 

affectionate embraces and his adorable demeanour. He was not 
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yet a toddler of two, but he was already quite a personality. My 

brother made the most of the situation to excuse himself, alluding 

to  some estate business that he had to attend to and giving his 

assurances that he would be back in time to join the family for 

dinner. With my brother gone, Mrs Bennet became visibly more 

relaxed and so did Mrs Wickham, if such a thing was possible. 

We briefly conversed about their journey and the state of the local 

roads. Mrs Wickham was very vocal. 

"That coach of yours may be new and shiny and covered in 

the softest velvet, Jane, but the road feels so much bumpier than 

in Colonel Slater's carriage. His is much more utilitarian, of 

course, it being just leather mounted on horse's hair, but Mrs 

Slater and I agree that it is possibly the most agreeable means to 

be taken from place to place. Don't you think, Mama?" 

Before Mrs Bennet could reply Mrs Bingley, who had young 

Will on her lap, intervened. 

"Now tell us, Miss Darcy, how is Mrs Darcy and when can 

we see her?" she asked with an anguished look on his face. 

I swallowed.  

“She is still rather unwell, I'm afraid. Dr Robertson has 

instructed that Elizabeth may only see a visitor or two a day at the 

most, as it is essential not to excite her." 

Mrs Bingley put her hand on my arm. 
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“Miss Darcy, we are all very keen to speak to her, as you 

would expect, but we understand the physician's orders," she said 

softly. "Mama, shall you and I go into Elizabeth's sick room 

today, and Papa and Lydia can see her tomorrow?" 

"And why should I have to wait until tomorrow?" Mrs 

Wickham intervened, with the tone of a four-year-old fighting 

over a toy. "I'm her sister as well, you know, and I have been 

married far longer than you, so if anything I am entitled to go in 

before you." 

Mrs Bingley stared at her youngest sister in shock but quickly 

recovered her composure.  

"Miss Darcy, have you had the chance to see Mrs Darcy in 

the last couple of days?" she asked, handing Will to his 

grandmother. 

"Unfortunately not. She has been very feeble and in need of 

rest, and I did not wish to disturb her." 

"And I understand that you are departing for London soon, 

are you not? Mr Darcy mentioned it in his most recent letter." 

"Indeed, I am, Mrs Bingley. I am leaving tomorrow." 

"Let Mama visit Elizabeth today with Miss Darcy, and Lydia 

and I can both go tomorrow,” ruled Mrs Bingley. “I am sure Papa 

will not mind." 
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Mrs Wickham turned to look at me from the first time since 

her arrival. She had studiously ignored me until then, and her 

behaviour had suited me fine, but now I was the object of her most 

unrepressed interest. She observed my curled hair, my face, my 

nose, my jaw. Her gaze descended to my neck, where it lingered 

on the diamond cross that sat between my collar bones. She took 

in my bust, my pale blue muslin dress, my hands, gently folded 

on my lap as Mrs Annesley always insisted. She continued down 

the outline of my legs, sketched by the soft fabric, to finish with 

my brocaded satin slippers. Then she gave me a strange smile, a 

disconcerting mix of annoyance, indifference and envy.  

"Certainly." 

Mrs Bingley coloured deeply but, the matter settled, she 

didn't say anything.  

The conversation moved on to Miss Bennet and Miss 

Catherine Bennet, who were staying with Mr and Mrs Gardiner 

in Cheapside. They had been there for a couple of weeks, and they 

would probably remain in London for the rest of the season. Mrs 

Bennet, who had been bouncing Will on her knee, immediately 

intervened. 

"I do hope you will see Mary and Kitty in London, Miss 

Darcy," she said eagerly. "You know that my brother keeps a very 

elegant house in town, don't you? It’s on Gracechurch street, a 

most respectable address." 
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I was aware of that. In fact, I knew the Gardiners rather well, 

on account of their having visited Pemberley on several 

occasions. They were a charming couple and had always been 

agreeable to me. I would be delighted to visit them in town, even 

if I didn't find the Misses Bennet particularly interesting. Mary 

was an educated fool, the worst kind, and had very few charms to 

recommend her. Kitty was dangerously similar to Lydia, although 

she'd been reigned in before becoming too wild. Such was the 

general understanding, anyway.   

"I would be delighted, Mrs Bennet, provided that Lady 

Catherine de Bourgh approves. I will be staying with her." 

Silence ensued. Mrs Bingley's countenance remained calm, 

but Mrs Bennet was visibly affected by my words and even Mrs 

Wickham’s pretty face lost some of its colour. Only Mr Bennet 

remained oblivious to my remark. If I had ever doubted that my 

formidable aunt was capable of striking fear in others' hearts, their 

reactions settled it. I felt a tingle of pleasure before excusing 

myself to go and find the nurse with Mrs Bennet. 

* * * 

The visit to the sickroom was as awkward as such occasions 

tend to be. Elizabeth was under the bedcover in the big bed she 

shared with my brother, a silver tray with some soup at her feet. 

Even in the darkness of the room, with the velvet curtains half 

drawn, she looked very drained. When we went in, she smiled in 
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our direction, and if she was disappointed to see it was me 

accompanying her mother instead of her sister Jane, she didn't 

show it.  

Mrs Bennet was all teary eyes and grasping hands, her 

concern rather overwhelming to all who witnessed it, starting 

with the patient. Although she was clearly weak, Elizabeth had to 

do most of the comforting, rather than the other way around. After 

assuring her mother that she wasn't about to die, my sister-in-law 

turned towards me. 

"Dear Georgiana, it's so lovely that you came to visit. Have 

you been outside? It's a beautiful day, from what I've been 

allowed to glimpse." 

Elizabeth waved at the curtains with a resigned, graceful 

gesture. She was a naturally vivacious person, but very little of 

her usual sparkle seemed left in her, and her words, spoken at a 

much slower pace than usual, caused me some alarm. I answered 

with a brief account of my morning walk, but my expression must 

have betrayed my concern, because she gave me a tired smile. 

"You must not worry about me when you're in London, 

Georgiana. Dr Robertson was here yesterday, and he seemed 

satisfied, or as satisfied as he can ever be, with my evolution. 

Mama, Miss Darcy will have told you that the physician has given 

the sternest instructions as to what I am to do and not do until the 

baby is born. I do not agree with some of his advice, but he seems 
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to have Mr Darcy's full confidence and support, and I just don't 

have the spirit to contradict them." 

Another arm wave. This time I saw the marks of the 

bloodletting sessions on her wrists and shuddered.  

I stayed for a while longer. Mrs Bennet didn't give me much 

of a chance to intervene in the ensuing conversation, but it 

comforted me to see that my sister-in-law's sense of humour was 

intact in spite of her ill health. When I noticed that the patient was 

getting fatigued, and announced my intention to leave, Elizabeth 

took my hand in hers with an eagerness that surprised me. I 

realised that, in spite of her composure, she was afraid of the 

possible outcomes for her and the baby. I pressed her hand, trying 

to convey in gestures, more than words, my confidence in her 

strength to overcome the evils of illness and the dangers of 

childbirth. Her mother, of course, didn't pay any attention to what 

was right in front of her eyes. 

"Lizzy, you really are so brave. Anyone in your condition 

would be worried sick of what might occur, but look at you, feeble 

but in good spirits! You remember what happened to Maria, the 

youngest Lucas girl, don’t you? That’s Mrs Collins’ sister for 

you, Miss Darcy, in case you know her. Oh, it was a tragedy, 

indeed! Such a nice young woman. Not a beauty like mine, of 

course –Lord knows that the Lucas girls are all rather plain– but 

she made a good match, married a very respectable gentleman and 
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settled not far from Longbourn, just a short ride from her parents, 

as it ought to be. She had every reason for happiness, really. Then 

she started having troubles–"  

Elizabeth must have given her a severe look, because Mrs 

Bennet suddenly twisted her mouth and went quiet for once.  

Before leaving the sick chamber, Elizabeth made me promise 

I would see her younger sisters in London. This time I really could 

not refuse. Lady Catherine or not, I would have to find a way to 

visit the Misses Bennet. I quietly closed the door behind me and 

went downstairs, where Elizabeth's sisters were awaiting my 

news, Jane with genuine concern and Lydia with a great deal of 

unnecessary drama. I was updating them on the health of the 

patient when Mrs Bennet stormed into the drawing room.  

"That horrible woman! Would you believe she had the nerve 

to tell me that Elizabeth needed some rest? As if I didn't know my 

own daughter! Miss Darcy, I do hope you will have a word with 

her. Her behaviour was quite inexcusable.”  

"Is that so, Mama? I cannot believe it! And working for such 

wealthy people, too! How impertinent!" echoed Lydia, if 

anything even more incensed than her mother.  

"Mrs Bennet, Mrs Wickham, I'm afraid the nurse is simply 

following Dr Robertson's instructions, and you can rest assured 

that Mrs Darcy's wellbeing is his only concern. But you shall be 
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able to speak to him shortly; he usually visits her at about this 

time." 

As if on cue, the doorbell rang and Dr Robertson made an 

appearance in the drawing room shortly afterwards. After the 

briefest of introductions, and as if anticipating Mrs Bennet's 

objections, Dr Robertson started off on a soliloquy about the 

dangers of overexertion in mothers-to-be that was peppered with 

medical terms. His knowledge must have impressed Mrs Bennet, 

for she quickly adopted a meek attitude in contrast to Lydia's still 

belligerent mood. Making the most of the confusion, I excused 

myself and escaped to my bedchamber. Dinner was only a couple 

of hours away and I was determined to show my brother how 

capable I was of playing the perfect hostess. 

 

  


